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Scripture presents us with some counterintuitive extensions to the Golden Rule today that seem 

to be instructing us to behave in ways that don’t, on the face of it, appear to be in our best 

interests. We might decide to shrug our shoulders, agree that God’s ways certainly aren’t ours 

and just move on, but maybe there’s another way to look at it. 

 

There’s a saying that if we always do what we always did, we’ll always get what we always got. 

On one level, that’s just fine. When we make our coffee in the morning, we don’t want to have 

to ask ourselves, “Gee, I wonder how it’s going to turn out this time.” Consistency has its 

virtues. That said, there’s a form of consistency that blinds us to the need to change what needs 

to be changed. Scripture’s telling us that always doing things the way we always did isn’t 

always so fine, especially when things have gone haywire. 

 

Let’s take a look at that. At one point in my career at IBM I was an operating system specialist. 

My job was to go to installations that were in big trouble and get them out of it. I want to tell 

you about one customer in particular, whose story can help us understand Scripture a little 

better. Their multi-million-dollar complex was completely down and simply wouldn’t start. I 

asked the customer what they’d changed. They gave me the answer every customer from the 

dawn of time has always given in situations like this: “Nothing.”  

 

I suspected that might not be accurate, but they teach you at IBM not to be confrontational, so I 

asked what they’d attempted to do by way of recovery.  

“We tried to restart about a dozen times,” they said.  

“A dozen?” I asked. “What did you do differently each time?”  

I’ll let you guess the answer they gave. If you guessed “nothing” again, you’re right. 

“So, let’s be clear,” I said. “You restarted the system a dozen times, without doing anything 

differently?” 

 “Of course,” I was told. “Look, here’s our operating manual. That’s what we always do.” 
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Now, as someone in a twelve-step recovery program observed several decades ago, the 

definition of insanity is doing the exact same thing over and over again and expecting the 

outcome to be different. 

 

The problem turned out to be subtle but easy to fix, but they would never have recovered if 

they’d simply gone on just trying to restart the system without ever dealing with the underlying 

problem. As it turns out, as I think we all know, you don’t need a multi-million dollar computer 

to behave that way. Certainly, people in twelve-step recovery programs know that for sure. 

 

For those unfamiliar with these programs, they involve hitting rock bottom, admitting that there 

really is a problem and becoming convinced that only reliance on a higher power can lead one 

back to health. Then comes surrender to that higher power on terms that include executing a 

fearless moral inventory, becoming ready to make amends for wrongs committed, fixing them 

when it’s feasible to do so, and then remaining vigilant and ready to help others find their own 

path to health. It’s pretty much impossible to practice the twelve-steps on you own. Isolation is, 

in fact, part of the problem. Community is essential.  

 

If all this sounds like applied Christianity, it is. You might’ve noticed the signs for Calix at the 

entrances to the church. Calix is a spiritual fellowship of Catholic men and women who are in 

alcohol and drug recovery programs. Because recovery programs have to appeal to all kinds of 

people with all kinds of religious backgrounds, or none at all, they cannot identify this higher 

power with any particular religion. Catholic people know that their higher power is Jesus Christ 

though, so Calix simply provides a safe and peaceful, Eucharistic recovery community in which 

Jesus Christ is known, loved and welcome.   

 

The reason folks in recovery programs know the truth of that saying that if we always do what 

we always did, we’ll always get what we always got is that they’ve done it, and they know it 

doesn’t work. They’ve reached out from the depths of their suffering to grasp the helping hands 

of people similar to them and begun to make the changes that needed to be made. 
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In the gospel, Jesus tells us a similar story. If nothing in humanity’s narrative changes, why 

would anyone ever expect a different outcome? Responding to violence with violence invites 

more of the same. Judging invites judgment. Clinging to resentment ensures that grudges 

persist. Listening to the news can make us wonder if we’re addicted to this kind of behavior.  

 

If we really are addicted to “my will be done,” and “what’s in it for me,” the story will always 

be utterly predictable and inevitably disastrous. When we hit rock bottom and recognize that the 

underlying problem in the human narrative can really only be addressed by grasping the strong 

hand of Jesus Christ that’s always extended to us and embracing the law of love, we can then 

confidently hope for some relief from the endless loop of moral failure that seems to 

characterize so much of history. In a way, all of Christianity’s a giant recovery program. Being 

like Jesus Christ is to be in recovery from humankind’s fallen condition; our addiction to sin. 

 

Not everyone sees it that way, especially that part about turning the other cheek. Some folks I 

know tell me that Jesus wouldn’t stand up to Putin and would give China a free pass. But that’s 

not what Jesus is saying. The meaning of the passage is that we should think very carefully 

before we simply respond in kind. If it’s at all true that if we always do what we always did, 

we’ll always get what we always got, then perhaps a completely unexpected response, 

something motivated by wisdom and love, can provide the shock that people need to realize 

we’ve hit bottom and that something has to change.  

 

Psychologists state that pretty much everyone is addicted to something, be it a substance or a 

process. Some are dangerous. Some are just annoying. As you pray today, let me encourage you 

to ask if perhaps yours is the loving, helping hand that needs to be extended to someone caught 

in the endless loop of a dangerous addiction of one sort or another. Conversely, perhaps yours is 

the hand that needs to reach out to the loving hands being gently extended to you. Only you can 

know for sure, but doing nothing might not be your best option. Just bear in mind as you pray 

that if we always do what we always did, we’ll always get what we always got. 


